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Place: (neighborhood or village): 
Eastham Center 


Address: 220 Samoset Road 


Historic Name: Eastham Universalist Church 
Chapel in the Pines 


Uses: Present: church and community center 
Original: church 

Date of Construction: 1889 

Source: deeds, historic newspapers 

Style/Form: Queen Anne/crosswing 


Architect/Builder: Edward Penniman, probable designer 
Elkanah Hopkins, builder 


Exterior Material: 
Foundation: brick 


Wall/Trim: wood shingle/wood 


Roof: wood shingle 


Outbuildings/Secondary Structures: 
None 


Major Alterations (with dates): 
Wing and ramp added to rear, 2018 
Church restored, 2018 


Condition: good 
Moved: no] yesL] Date: 
Acreage: 0.40 


Setting: The chapel is situated in the town center next to 
the Eastham Public Library and Depot Pond. 
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[_] Recommended for listing in the National Register of Historic Places. 


ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION 

The Chapel in the Pines, built in 1889, is a small wood frame church building with a cross-gable plan. The modest design was 
drafted by Edward Penniman, one of the church founders, and built by Elkanah Hopkins. The sanctuary is located in the 
crosswing, which has a steep gable roof with copper cresting, added to replace weathered original wood cresting. Two pairs of 
flat-headed windows on the front and rear have upper sashes patterned in a Queen Anne lozenge style. Two pointed-arch 
windows are located on the west gable end and a door has been added between the windows on the north wall to provide ramp 
access. The main entrance is located on the fagade of the front-gable wing on a porch recessed in the southeast corner fronted 
by turned posts, balustrade and spindle frieze. The roof on this section is not as steep but carries the same copper cresting. A 
triangular window in the apex is positioned above a date plaque with the numerals “1889” applied to it. The gable is surmounted 
by a bellcote with trusswork sides and a wood shingled steeple. Three tall sash windows are spaced across the east wall. The 
entrance opens on a lobby off the side of the porch giving way to a parlor and to the sanctuary or “audience room” in the 
crosswing. The two spaces are divided by folding doors allowing for the two rooms to be joined when desired. 


In 2018 the building was rehabilitated with a new roof, a near-replica copper replacement of the original wood roof cresting, a 
new steeple cap, rest rooms for people with disabilities and kitchen updated to modern codes, and ramp access to the rear of 
the church. Architect Peter MacDonald prepared plans for the renovation and supervised the work. 


HISTORICAL NARRATIVE 

On 20 November 1889, William H. Nickerson (1841-1925) donated a parcel with its buildings on the north side of Samoset 
Road, opposite one of two houses he owned in this neighborhood, to the Massachusetts Universalist Convention of Boston to be 
the site of the first Universalist church in Eastham.' Universalism came late to Eastham—there were Universalist churches in 
Turo, Provincetown, and Hyannis in the 1840s; in Brewster and Yarmouthport in the 1850s; and in Orleans and Chatham by 
1880—and it is believed to have arisen from a disagreement with the pastor of Eastham’s Methodist church, at that time the only 
church in town.” Now popularly called Chapel in the Pines, that nickname did not appear in Cape newspapers until 1961.° 


The Universalist church was the brainchild of Edward Penniman (1831-1913), an Eastham native who first went to sea at the 
age of eleven. In 1852 he was a boatsteerer of the New Bedford whaling bark /sabella, his first whaling voyage out of seven he 
is documented to have made. He was master of the whaling bark Minerva in 1860 and 1864, bark Cicero in 1874, bark Europa in 
1876, and bark Jacob A. Howland in 1881. Soon after his return from his second Minerva voyage, in April 1868, he built his 
Second Empire house on Fort Hill in Eastham (EAS.111).4 Penniman returned from his last voyage in 1884 and retired to his 
Eastham home. In October 1887, Orleans Universalists engaged the Rev. Donald Fraser to preach in the congregation’s room at 
Union Hall in that town every other Sunday. And in late May 1889, possibly at Penniman’s invitation, Fraser began to evangelize 
among Eastham people at the town hall. Fraser later recounted the course of his work in Eastham: 


For more than two years | preached in Wellfleet, passing through the town of Eastham, and strange to say that 

during those two years | had not spoken with more than two or three of your citizens and did not know where half 
a dozen of you resided. | was therefore glad to receive the invitation that May to come and preach in the town hall 
one or two Sundays, as | thought it would be a good opportunity to get acquainted with the people whose homes | 


1 William H. Nickerson to the Massachusetts Universalist Convention, Boston, 20 November 1889, BCD 186:291: 
? Robert J. Seay, telephone interview with Kathryn Grover, 7 August 2020. Seay, who founded Nauset Fellowship, owner of the church since 
1979, offered two sources of the dispute between longtime whaling captain Edward Penniman and the current Methodist minister in Eastham, 
probably Martin Thomas Braley. One is that Braley had secured the arrest of several men who had set up fish weirs at the foot of Samoset 
Road in Cape Cod Bay; another is that Penniman’s daughter Betsey (1868-1957) simply disliked the minister. 
3 Dennis-Yarmouth Register, 17 March 1961, 7. 
4 See Federal Writers’ Project, Works Progress Administration of Massachusetts, Whaling Masters, American Guide Series (New Bedford: 
Reynolds Printing for Old Dartmouth Historical Society 1938), 219-20; Alexander Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery (1878; 
reprint, Secaucus NJ: Castle Books, 1989); New Bedford Whaling Museum, Whaling Crew List Database, 
https:/Awww.whalingmuseum.org/online_exhibits/crewlist. Most of Penniman’s voyages from New Bedford were for the firm Thomas Knowles 
and Company, whose principals may have been related to Penniman’s wife Betsey Augusta Knowles (1837-1921). 
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had passed so often, and that | would convince a few, at least, that Universalists were not infidels; that we believe 
in a God whose nature is love; in a Saviour who labored and sacrificed to convince us that all mankind are the 
objects of a Father’s love; in a Heaven that is large enough to contain every soul that has been called into 
existence by an intelligent Being. | never entertained the idea for a moment that | would be called upon to preach 
more than one or two Sundays. You may therefore judge my surprise at the interest manifested when | was 
invited to preach every Sunday, and at the large number who confessed that for years that they had indorsed the 
sentiments | uttered.° 


Fraser continued to speak in Eastham through the summer; on two Sundays he even spoke at the former Methodist camp 
meeting ground in North Eastham. The Yarmouth Register reported in mid-August 1889 that “the interest awakened in the 
spread of Universalism has been so great” that Eastham people had formed both a ladies’ circle and a Sunday school, which 
soon had almost fifty students. On the evening of 12 August those interested in the new congregation met a town hall to form a 
parish. Twenty-three people—some of them come-outers from Eastham’s Methodist congregation—signed a constitution and 
bylaws, and Fraser stated then that the next order of business was the build a church. Fraser later stated that he had little hope 
of raising money enough to build a chapel in Eastham not only because the town was small but because it was suffering through 
“one of the poorest years for the fishing industry.” Yet “the first day | went among the people,” he stated, “I was astonished to 
find so many who were Universalists long before they had ever seen or heard of me.” The Yarmouth Register stated of Fraser, 
“He had spent four days among the people and was surprised to find so many who expressed a strong desire to see a 
Universalist church in town. And to prove that they were in earnest he had simply to say, that in the short time he had visited 
them he had received subscriptions for the building of a church nearly nine hundred dollars.”® 


The official manuscript list of donors for the Universalist chapel records contributions from seventy-nine people and five 
donations from unnamed people in nearby towns collected by Fraser or William Wareham, a master mariner from Yarmouth, one 
of the founding members, and then living in Provincetown. Seven men subscribed one hundred dollars each to the building 
fund—Penniman, Wareham, New Bedford whaling merchant John P. Knowles, Gustavus Swift, “M Cole,” Eastham farmer Philip 
Smith, and Smith’s son Luther B. Smith. Gustavus Franklin Swift (1839-1903), a native of Sagamore, had begun his famed meat 
packing business in Eastham in the late 1850s, married Eastham native Anna Maria Higgins in 1861, and was then president of 
Swift and Company in Chicago. “M. Cole” was probably the widow Mary E. Cole, who lived across Samoset Road from the 
chapel with the family of her son Wilbur, three boarding farm workers, and a domestic servant. The Massachusetts Universalist 
Convention pledged 250 dollars; Fraser, who donated fifty dollars himself, raised another ninety-three dollars from a Cape 
Universalist convention. Other contributors gave from 50 cents to fifty dollars; most gave, one, two, or five dollars each. 

Both in August and after the church was dedicated Fraser made a point of noting the contribution of John Fulcher and his family. 
“Seldom do you see the names of father and mother with the names of their ten children on a subscription list,” Fraser said of 
the Fulchers, though the subscription list includes the names of both parents and only eight of the ten children, who each gave 
between one and ten dollars; the list also notes that son John G. Fulcher “worked out” his ten-dollar pledge.’ The subscriptions 
totaled $1770.45.° 


Both the original twenty-three members and the subscribers were local people; few were summer residents or natives, like Swift, 
Penniman, and John P. Knowles, who had largely built their careers elsewhere. Five of the twenty-three founding members were 
Smiths—Philip, his wife Esther S., his son Luther B., Luther’s wife Mercy, and Luther's sister Sarah P. Smith. Roland D. Cobb, 

his wife Maria, and their daughter Sadie were founding members, along with Penniman and his wife, William H. Nickerson’s wife 


5 Fraser quoted in “Dedicated Last Week,” Yarmouth Register, 8 February 1890, 4. 
® Yarmouth Register, 27 July 1889; “Dedicated Last Week,” ibid., 8 February 1890, 4; “New Universalist Society,” ibid., 17 August1889, 1. John 
Kenrick, who called the 12 August meeting to order, had been a member of the Methodist society; Sadie (Sarah) Cobb and Lena F. Ryder 
were members of the Methodist Sewing Circle in March 1888 and among the 23 founders of the new Universalist Society. See “Eastham,” 
Barnstable Patriot, 20 March 1888, 3. 
7 In “Dedicated Last Week,” Fraser cited all of the $100 subscribers listed in church records except “M. Cole,” and he named one person, the 
Rev. E. H. Call of Brooklyn, who had grown up in Orleans, whose name does not appear on the list subscribing any amount. The only Fulcher 
children who did not contribute were the eldest, Dawson Lincoln Fulcher, who probably by then lived in Orleans, and Frederick W., born in 
1870, who was still living in Eastham. 
8 Thanks to Robert Seay for providing digital copies of the membership and subscription lists. Fraser also noted that the Woman's Missionary 
Society in Maine “came in at the last hour, when the pressure for money had become intense,” and gave $100, but its name does not appear 
on the list of subscribers. 
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Dora, John E. and Lena Ryder.’ Luther B. Smith was elected the first clerk and treasurer of the new Universalist Society at its 
first meeting; John E. Ryder was chosen moderator. The first society trustees were Philip Smith, Penniman, William H. 
Nickerson, and William Wareham, and three women—Sarah P. Smith, Maria Cobb (, and Wareham’s daughter Bessie, also a 
founding member—were chosen “collectors.”"° 


Two other sites other than the one William H. Nickerson had donated had also been offered for the new chapel, and in early 
October parish members met to begin the work. The Barnstable Patriot reporter that “various plans were discussed, when it was 
finally decided to build a chapel after the plan of the one in Brewster.” According to Seay, Edward Penniman, chair of the 
building committee, “had his hand in every aspect of the chapel’s design and construction,” including the inclusion of the wood 
roof cresting and the wallpaper, which he bought in Boston. If they ever existed, original plans are not extant. The parish hired 
local builder Elkanah Hopkins to oversee construction, and parcel donor Nickerson began clearing the ground. In November 
Fraser took advantage of a meeting of Cape Universalist societies in Orleans to raise funds for ““the movement he had 
commenced in Eastham, and hoped before they separated to raise one hundred dollars,” a sum realized in “only fifteen 
minutes.”" 


The Universalist chapel cost $2300 was dedicated on 29 January 1890, and the Barnstable Patriot described the church at some 
length: 


It is a perfect gem. It is located near the Eastham Station; it contains an ample audience room, well finished and 
furnished, heated by a furnace and lighted by an elegant chandelier. Connected with the audience room by 
folding doors is a large parlor for the accommodation of the Ladies’ Circle, and connected with this parlor, also by 
folding doors, is a commodious kitchen. The building is very pleasantly located. The work of grading the grounds 
is nearly completed. The cost of the whole is something more than $2000 which was fully paid and the edifice was 
dedicated with no incumbrance resting upon it. 

This movement is Eastham is new. There had been no preaching of Universalism in the town for several 
years until last May, when Rev. Mr. Fraser of Orleans was invited there to conduct an afternoon service in the 
Town Hall. The interest grew, a parish was organized, a Sunday School, a ladies’ circle, and at length this chapel, 
which is creditable alike to the zeal, the liberality and the taste of the Eastham friends. '2 


The Yarmouth Register also covered the dedication in great detail and noted that Charles Lothrop of Harwich undertook the 
“inside decorations,” while “Knowles of Eastham’—probably John A. Knowles, listed as a carriage painter in the 1901 Cape Cod 
directory—painted the building, originally a shade of yellow similar to Penniman’s house on Fort Hill. 


The Ladies’ Circle organized a full range of fund-raising events—harvest suppers, fancy-article fairs, chrysanthemum shows, 
produce exhibits, and “old folks’ concerts’—to support the minister and keep the chapel in good share. Fraser, who preached in 
both Orleans and Eastham, left for a church in Maine in 1891, and by the turn of the century Nathan S. Hill became the minister. 
The Rev. Henry Reigel was pastor in both Orleans and Eastham in 1909-10 and the Rev. Arthur H. Mercer in both towns in 
1912-13. No pastor appears to have stayed for more than several years. In 1932 Eastham Universalists, along with those living 
in Chatham, Orleans, and Yarmouthport, agreed to become part of the Cape Cod Conference of Unitarian and other Liberal 
Christian Churches on the condition that “Universalist” be added to the organization’s already cumbersome title." In 1934 
Eastham Universalists and Brewster Unitarians shared a minister on alternate Sundays, and by the mid-1930s services were 
held in the chapel only one each month between Easter and early September. 


In the early 1970s Eastham people learned that the Brewster congregation, formally the First Unitarian Universalist Society of 
Cape Cod, intended to sell the Eastham chapel. A group calling itself the Nauset Fellowship (a congregation that does not 
require the presence of a settled minister) formed to save the building. In February 1975 the Unitarian Universalist Association of 
Boston, successor to the Massachusetts Unitarian Convention, transferred the building and its lot to the Frist Unitarian University 


® The others were James D. B. Stuart, an English or Scots immigrant who worked at the French Cable station; Mattie A. Doyle, daughter of 

William and Lurania Doyle of Eastham; G. F. and William E. Dill; Peter Higgins, John Fulcher, Lewis Lombard, William Wareham, and Fraser. 

10 “New Universalist Society.” 

11 “Fastham,” Barnstable Patriot, 8 Oct 1889, 3; “Universalist Conference,” ibid., 5 Nov 1889, 3. The church subscription list includes three 

payments from the “Orleans convention,” one of $63, another of $25, and a third of $5, which totals $93. 

12 “Dedication in Eastham,” Barnstable Patriot, 4 February 1890, 2. 

13 “Universalist Church,” Hyannis Patriot, 4 February 1932, 4; “Unitarian Conference at Barnstable,” Yarmouth Register, 15 Oct 1932, 7. 
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Society of Cape Cod, Brewster, and almost exactly four years later the Brewster congregation sold the property to Nauset 
Fellowship Inc., for $30,000."4 In 2018 the fellowship used money raised through its own events and from the state’s Community 
Preservation Act to renovate the building with a new roof, a near-replica of the replacement roof cresting made of copper, a new 
steeple cap, access and rest rooms for people with disabilities, and kitchen updated to modern codes. Architect Peter 
MacDonald prepared plans for the renovation and supervised the work. The chapel has been the site of Eastham’s famed First 
Encounter Coffee House since 1974.'5 
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PHOTOGRAPHS 


(credit Larson Fisher Associates, 2019 unless otherwise noted) 


View from west. 


Detail of date plaque on front gable. 
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